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Decipit exemplar vitis wmtabile. 
Hor. 
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: O fpecies of compofition is more generally read by one clafs 
N of readers, or more undervalued by another, than that of 
the Novel.. Its favourable reception from the young, and the indo- 
lent, to whom the exercife of imagination is delightful, and the la- 
bour of thought is irkfome, need not be wondered at; but the 
contempt which it meets from the more refpectable clafs of literary 
men, it may perhaps be intitled to. plead that it does not deferve, 
Confidered in the abftraét, as containing an interefting relation of 
events, illuftrative of the manners and characters of mankind, it 
furely merits a higher ftation in the world of letters than is ge- 
nerally affigned it. If it has not the dignity, it has at lealt moft of 
‘the difficulties of the Epic or the Drama. The conduct of its fable, 
the fupport of its characters, the contrivance of its incidents, and 
its developement of the paflions, require a degree of invention, judge- 
ment, tafte, and feeling, not much, if at all, inferior to thofe 
higher departments of writing, for the compofition of which a very 
uncommon portion of genius is fuppofed to be requifite. Thofe 
difficulties are at the fame time heightened by the circumftance, of 
this fpecies of writing being of all others the moft open to the judge- 
ment of the people ; becaufe it reprefents domeftic {cenes and fitua- 
tions in private life, in the execution of which any man may dete& 
errors, and difcover blemiihes, while the author has neither the 
pomp of poetry, nor the decoration of the flage, to cover or to 
conceal them, 


From this circumftance, however, has perhaps arifen the degra- 


dation into which it has fallen, As few endowments were neceilary 
to judge, fo few have been fuppofed neceflary to compofe a Novel; 
and all whofe neceflities or vanity prompted them to write, betook 
themfelves to a field, which, as they imagined it required no extent 
.of information or depth of learning to cultivate, but in whicha 
cheated imagination, or an excurfive fancy, were alone fufficient to | 

U fucceed ; 
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fucceed; and men of genius and of knowledge, defpifing a province 
in which fuch competitors were to be met, retired from it in difguft, 
and left it in the hands of the unworthy. 

The effects of this have been felt, not only in the debafement of 
the Novel in point of literary merit, but in another particular ftill 
more material, in its perverfion from a moral or inftructive purpofe 
to one directly the reverfe. Ignorance and dullnefs are feldom long 
inoffenfive, but generally {upport their own native infignificance by 
an alliance with voluptuoufnefs and vice, 

Even of thofe few Novels which fuperior men have written, it 
cannot always be faid, that they are equally calculated to improve 
as to delight. Nor is this only to be objected to fome who have 
been profefled]y lefs ferupulous in that particular; but I am afraid 
may be alfo imputed to thofe whofe works were meant to convey 
no bad impreflion, but, on the contrary, were intended to aid the 
caufe of virtue, and to hold out patterns of the moft exalted bene- 
volence. 

I am not, however, difpofed to carry the idea of the dangerous 
tendency of all Novels quite fo far as fome rigid moralifts have 
done. As promoting a certain refinement of mind, they operate 
like all other works of genius and feeling, and have indeed a more 
immediate tendency to produce it than moft others, from their 
treating of thofe very fubjects which the reader will find around 
him in the world, and their containing thofe very fituations in 
which he himfelf may not improbably at fome time or other be 
placed. Thofe who object to them as inculcating precepts, and 
holding forth examples, of a refinement which virtue does not re- 
quire, and which honefty is better without, do not perhaps fuffi- 
ciently attend to the period of fociety which produces them, The 
code of morality muft neceflarily be enlarged in proportion to that 
{tate of manners to which cultivated eras give birth. As the idea 
of property made a crime of theft, as the invention of oaths made 
falfehood perjury ; fo the neceflary refinement in manners of highly- 
polifhed nations creates a variety of duties and of offences, which 
men in ruder, and, it may be, (for J enter not into that queftion), 
happier periods of fociety could never have imagined, 

The principal danger of Novels, as forming a miftaken and per- 
nicious fyftem of morality, feems to me to arife from that contraft 
between one virtue or excellence and another, that war of duties 
which is to be found in many of them, particularly in that {pecies 
called the Sentimental, Thefe have been chiefly borrowed from our 
neighbours 
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neighbours the French, whofe ftyle of manners, and the very powers 
of whofe language, give them a great advantage in the delinea= 
tion of that nicety, that fubtilty of feeling, thofe entanglements of 
delicacy, which are fo much interwoven with the characters and 
conduct of the chief perfonages in many of their moft celebrated 
Novels, In this rivalfhip of virtues and of duties, thofe are always 
likely to be preferred which in truth and reafon are fubordinate, 
and thofe to be degraded which ought to be paramount. The aft, 
deing of that great cardinal fort which muft be common, becaufe they 
apply to the great leading relations and circumftances of life, have 
an appearance lefs dignified and heroic than the others, which, as 
they come forth only on extraordinary occafions, are more apt to 
attract the view and excite the admiration of beholders, The duty 
to parents is contrafted with the ties of friendfhip and of love; 
the virtues of juftice, of prudence, of ceconomy, are put in compe- 
tition with the exertions of generofity, of benevolence, and of 
compaflion: And even of thefe virtues of fentiment there are ftill 
more refined divifions, in which the over-ftrained delicacy of the 
perfons reprefented, always leads them to act from the motive leaft 
obvious, and therefore generally the leaft reafonable. 

In the enthufiafm of fentiment there is much the fame danger 
as in the enthufiafm of religion, of fubftituting certain impulfes 
and feelings of what may be called a vifionary kind, in the place 
of real practical duties, which in morals, as in theology, we might 
not improperly denominate good works. In morals, as in religion, 
there are not wanting inftances of refined fentimentalifts, who are 
contented with talking of virtues which they never practife, who 
pay in words what they owe in actions; or perhaps, what is fully 
as dangerous, who open their minds to zmpre/ions which never have 
any effect upon their conduct, but are confidered as fomething fo- 
reign to and diftiné from it. This feparation of confcience from 
feeling is a depravity of the moft pernicious fort; it eludes the 
ftrongeft obligation to rectitude, it blunts the {trongeft incitement 
to virtue; when the ties of the firft bind the fentiment and not the 
will, and the rewards of the latter crown not the heart but the 






























imagination, 

That creation of refined and fubtile feeling, reared by the au- 
thors of the works to which I allude, has an ill effect, not only on 
our ideas of virtue, but alfo on our eftimate of happinefs. That 
fickly fort of refinement creates imaginary evils and diftreffes, ahd 
imaginary bleflings and enjoyments, which embitter the common 
difappointments, 
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difappointments, and depretiate the common attainments . of life. 
This affeéts the temper doubly, both with refpect to ourfelves and 
others: with refpeét to ourfelves, from what we think ought to be 
our lot; with regard to others, from what we think ought to be 
their fentiments. It infpires a certain childifh pride of our own 
fuperior delicacy, and an unfortunate contempt of the plain worth, 
the ordinary but ufeful occupations and ideas of thofe around us. 

The reproach which has been fometimes made to Novels, of ex- 
hibiting “ fuch faultlefs monfters as the world ne’er faw,” may be 
juft on the fcore of entertainment to their readers, to whom the de- 
lineation of uniform virtue, except when it is called into ftriking 
fituations, will no, doubt be infipid. But in point of moral ten- 
dency, the oppofite character is much more reprehenfible; I mean, 
that character of mingled virtue and vice which is to be found in 
fome of the beft of our Novels. Inftances will readily occur to every 
reader; where the hero of the performance has violated, in one page, 
the moft facred laws of fociety, to whom, by the mere turning of 
the leaf, we are to be reconciled, whom we are to be made to love 
and admire, for the beauty of fome humane, or the brilliancy of 
fome heroic action, It 1s dangerous thus to bring us into the fo- 
ciety of Vice, though introduced or accompanied by Virtue. In 
the application to ourfelves, in which the moral tendency of all 
imaginary characters muft be fuppofed to confift, this nourifhes and 
fupports a yery common kind of felf-deception, by which men are 
apt to balance their faults by the confideration of their good quali- 
ties; an account which, befides the fallacy of its principle, can 
{carcely fail to be erroneous, from our natural propenfity to {tate 
our faults at their loweft, and our good qualities at their higheft 
rate. ) 

I have purpofely pointed my obfervations, not to that common 
herd of Novels (the wretched offspring of circulating libraries) which 
are defpifed for their infignificance, or profcribed for their immo- 
rality; but to the errors, as they appear to me, of thofe admired 
ones which are frequently put into the hands of youth, for imita- 
tion as well as amufement. Of youth it is eflential to preferve the 
imagination found as well as pure, and not to allow them to forget, 
amidit the intricacies of Sentiment, or the dreams of Senfibility, the 
truths of Reafon, or the laws of Principle. 
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